News at home and abroad in the second half of 2017 confirmed trends earlier reported in this column regarding John Steinbeck's resurgence as a reference, source, and symbol for artists, writers, and commentators on current issues and events. Of the books that have become cultural memes, four received the most attention. The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men are now so deeply embedded in our consciousness that they evoke sympathy and understanding in most readers at the mere mention of their title, characters, or themes.
book about the increase in van dwellers-retirees, dropouts, and aliens living in trailers by choice or by necessity. As noted in the review of Nomadland by Jim Breslin, those who do so voluntarily "often find their inspiration in John Steinbeck's writing, " sharing dog-eared copies of Of Mice and Men was a frequent flyer in December, making news in England when plans for upcoming productions by two regional theaters were announced, and in the United States, where reviews of the 2017 season included praise for the "powerful and poignant performance of John Steinbeck's classic work" by a regional company in St Louis. In Canada, "the Canuck clown sisters Morro and Jasp" got mixed marks from a reviewer in Winnipeg for repurposing Steinbeck's tragedy as a "clown comedy [that] refracts the story through a Canadian culture lens. " The humor was unintentional when a sportswriter at the school where Steinbeck's biographer Jackson Benson taught English ended his report on a disappointing football season with a literary reference: "Well as John Steinbeck said, 'Best laid plans often go astray. '"
The Grapes of Wrath received marginally more accurate treatment from the working press when a quick referral was needed. Typical reviews of Damnation, the new USA Network series, pointed out the show's parallels with the novel by Steinbeck, and its creator Tony Tost confided to an interviewer for the Cleveland Plain Dealer that "the world of John Steinbeck in 'The Grapes of Wrath, ' 'Of Mice and Men' and 'Cannery Row' was a big influence" on his dramatization of labor strife and social conflict in rural Iowa during the Depression. Differences in the root causes and human costs of migration from Northern Plains states like Iowa and Southern Plains states like Oklahoma were ignored in reviews of Damnation, though not by editors of the daily paper in Enid, Oklahoma, who ended their denunciation of cutbacks in school funding by channeling John Steinbeck: "Perhaps the Legislature is hoping that a modern revision of the John Steinbeck classic 'Grapes of Wrath' will be the secret to our state's future success. Only this time instead of impoverished Dust Bowl-era farmers moving out of state during the Great Depression, it will be school teachers and health care providers leading the exodus. " America's West: A History, 1890 A History, -1950 , an authoritative source on the subject by David Wrobel-interim dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, professor of American western and American cultural and intellectual history, and expert on Steinbeck at the University of Oklahoma-was published in October.
Other developments reminded readers of events in Steinbeck's life in Monterey County and beyond, and of places in and around Monterey that he fictionalized in his work. Steinbeck: The Untold Stories, the collection of short stories by Steve Hauk published by Steinbeck Now and reviewed in this issue, attracted national attention when it was released in July. The author, a playwright and fiction writer, is a former Monterey Herald reporter and longtime resident of Pacific Grove, where he and his late wife Nancy started a gallery specializing in artists from Steinbeck's circle and bought the house Ed Ricketts lived in before his divorce. Confederate Corners, the isolated intersection south of Salinas restyled as Rebel Corners in The Wayward Bus, made the news when county officials proposed changing its name in the wake of national controversy about how the Confederacy is remembered. Fond feelings about both Cannery Rows were evoked by the death of Frank Wright, the last member of the group of men who bought Ed Ricketts's lab after he died and maintained it as a living venue for music, merrymaking, and conversation in his memory and spirit. The Monterey Herald called Wright's death "the end of an era, " but the paper's report on progress in repairing the boat Steinbeck and Ricketts used for their expedition to Baja California suggested that an era could also be beginning. Once the Western Flyer is fully restored as a floating classroom in Monterey Bay, it will bookend the legendary Ricketts lab in pairing land and sea, science and poetry, education and entertainment, as celebrated in Sea of Cortez, Cannery Row, and Steinbeck: The Untold Stories.
When In America: Travels with John Steinbeck was published in English, Geert Mak added a postscript about John Steinbeck's estate, which passed to his widow and to her daughter by a previous marriage. The hard feelings between heirs on her side and Steinbeck's sons by his second marriage led to suits and countersuits around issues of intellectual property rights, creating a case history on the subject summarized in "An Author's Troubled IP Legacy, " a recent law blog post by Gaston Kroub that updates Mak's account. The pending resolution of the Steinbeck family feud will affect planning for film adaptations of The Grapes of Wrath, a potential Steven Spielberg project, and East of Eden, the saga of brother against brother and the hope of forgiveness that Steinbeck said he wrote for his sons. Less susceptible to resolution is the American family feud that caused the Confederacy, led to the election of Richard Nixon, and gave rise to Donald Trump, the antithesis of the author whose life and death we honor in 2018.
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